And one of the more intriguing advantages that congressional Democrats, particularly their two dozen or so freshman House members, may enjoy is something known as the "sophomore surge." It is a concept noted by political scientists several decades ago, which basically says that new members are generally stronger than conventional wisdom gives them credit for.
Rather than being highly vulnerable, many House freshmen over the years have been able to use the advantages of incumbency to increase their vote share by several percentage points from their initial election to Congress. Note: Midterm changes in congressional seats and governorships for the president's party are measured from the previous presidential election. Barack Obama's presidential approval rating and the latest congressional generic ballot results are based on Gallup Polls taken Aug. [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] 2010 . For other years, the presidential approval rating reflects the last one taken by Gallup immediately before the election, while the margin (or deficit) of the president's party in the national House tally is based on the actual Election Day vote. The nationwide unemployment rate denotes the seasonally adjusted figure for August 2010. For other years, the midterm eve unemployment rates reflect the nationwide, seasonally adjusted, figure for the October before the November midterm election. An asterisk (*) indicates that Richard Nixon resigned the presidency in August 1974 with a final approval rating in the Gallup Poll of 24%. The last approval rating of his successor, Gerald Ford, before the 1974 midterm election was 54%.
Sources:
The Gallup Poll for presidential job approval ratings and the generic congressional vote (the latter used only for this year); But in 2008, the Democrats still had the wind at their back. This year the theory of the "sophomore surge" will be tested by Democrats in a more hostile environment that includes the worst economic conditions in more than a quarter century. Whether the "surge" can trump that could go a long way in determining whether any retreat by House Democrats in 2010 is a limited and orderly one rather than a full-scale rout. 
Primaries as Precursors
Historically, the correlation between the primaries and the general election has been mixed. In some years, such as 1994, there has been no relationship between the two at all. A quiet primary season that year was followed by a Republican landslide in November. Yet there have been other elections when an eventful round of primaries in the spring and summer led to an overhaul of the political landscape in the fall. Odds are this will be one of those elections.
This year is often compared with 1994. But then, anti-incumbent sentiment was barely visible in the primaries, with no sitting senator and only four House members denied renomination. Yet Democrats that fall experienced the greatest carnage in a midterm election in a generation. Republicans gained control of both houses of Congress and a majority of the nation's governorships.
Few saw the GOP tidal wave coming. With no clear signs of it building strength throughout the year, Democratic officeholders were blindsided.
That, at least, will not be the case this fall. Democrats have been forewarned. Virtually every major predictive indicator -from President Barack Obama's declining approval rating to the high unemployment rate -point to a debacle for the Democrats come November.
If so, it will make 2010 the latest in a celebrated group of elections where a volatile primary season leads to a turbulent general election. In 1938, Franklin D. Roosevelt's unsuccessful effort to purge conservative members of Congress in the Democratic primaries was followed by huge losses for his party that November. By the time the 1938 election cycle was completed, the Democrats had lost roughly 70 House seats and fully a half dozen Senate seats.
In the postwar elections of 1946 and 1948, upheaval was evident in all parts of the political environment. Just back from World War II, a whole new generation of Americans entered politics on both sides of the aisle, from Democrat John F. Kennedy to Republican
Incumbents Defeated in 2010 Congressional and Gubernatorial Primaries
Anti-incumbent sentiment has indeed been evident in the 2010 primary season. But it has not been in the number of defeated House incumbents, which at the end of August stood at four. Rather, it has been in the number of House members who have had to "break a sweat" to win their primary, which is significantly higher in 2010 than in recent years. Already, a total of 50 House members have been held to less than 75% of their party's primary vote, far above the total number of sub-75% representatives in the entire primary seasons of 2004, 2006 or 2008. Consistently, Republicans have had more House members in the sub-75% category than Democrats, a trend that has continued this year in spite of what is considered to be a strong tide running against the Democratic Party. As for the outright defeat of House incumbents this year, the partisan total stands even at two Democrats and two Republicans at the end of August.
The total of House members listed below who received less than 75% of their party's primary vote includes those who were defeated. Note: Listing incumbents in a general election based on a 75% threshold would be ridiculous. But in a primary, losing 25%, 30% or more is notable, given that it could indicate a fracturing of the party base in an era when incumbents hope for a virtually unanimous vote from their party members in the fall. Richard But what price has President Obama's willingness to favor one Democrat over another exacted this year?
It has arguably contributed to a loss of stature for the president. Rather than regarding Obama with "fear and awe," major challengers to his choices emerged in Democratic Senate primaries in Arkansas, Colorado and Pennsylvania. In the latter, Rep. Joe Sestak defeated Specter. In Arkansas, Lt. Gov. Bill Halter forced Lincoln into a runoff (which she ultimately won). In Colorado, the under-funded former state House Speaker Andrew Romanoff drew more than 45% of the vote against Bennet.
Obama's involvement in the primaries put him at odds -at least for a time -with major portions of his party, which could form the basis of a primary challenge against Obama himself in 2012. Many of the major players in these intra-party scuffles tended to say publicly that they understood Obama's proactive engagement. But privately, who knows how they feel.
Obama's Primary Endorsements: Not a Risk Worth Taking
As well, the president's involvement in the New York gubernatorial race clearly nicked his likeability quotient, one of Obama's greatest political assets. 
